For years, biologist Susi von Oettingen at the US Fish and Wildlife Service tracked the devastation in New England wrought by White Nose Syndrome (WNS), a disease that infects hibernating bats. By some estimates, the disease has killed nearly seven million bats since it was first detected in a New York cave in 2006. Named for the revealing fungus that appears on an infected bat's nose and wings, the disease has no cure.
In "I kind of threw out this idea, and my counterparts took it and ran with it," von Oettingen says. They had no budgeteveryone pitched in money here and there, she says-but they wanted to try.
Last winter, the conservationists took their idea for a test drive. One bunker became a bat cave, with roosts, video cameras, and standing pools of water to keep the air humid. Then the scientists brought in 30 male little brown bats from New York and Vermont, and closed the doors for the winter.
When the researchers returned after the winter, they found only nine bats survived the season. These bats were transported back to their homes. Von Oettingen is disappointed, but she says it's a start. The survival rate is on par with caves that harbor the WNS fungus. Most importantly, the experiment demonstrated that bats can survive in the bunkers. With more experimentation and refinement, von Oettingen says, the hibernacula may help keep WNS at bay for some bats.
In the future, if researchers can attract bats to bunkers, these bunkers could become naturally established winter homes. Then, when the bats leave for the summer, conservationists could disinfect and kill lingering traces of the fungus that causes WNS, and the bats could return to a clean cave.
